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HOST:  Now China’s strongman, Xi Jinping, is introduced, in order, as Head 
of the Party, Head of the Military, and President.  Now that is the order of 
importance.  To outsiders, President sounds like the big one, and that’s the 

foreign-facing post, but for internal consumption it’s the party and the 
military that are the centers of power.  Nonetheless it’s big news that the 
country’s Rubber Stamp Parliament, the National People’s Congress, has 

approved the removal of presidential term limits.  Xi is now described as the 
most powerful leader in China since Chairman Mao. I’ve been talking to 
Robert Lawrence Kuhn, who is an advisor to the Chinese government, and 

author of How China’s Leaders Think.  How significant is the post of 
president? 
 

RLK:  In China, it is the third office in terms of power; in fact traditionally it 
has very little power in China, but it does have more so today because China 
is more engaged with the world.  A proactive foreign policy is now a prime 

strategy of China.  The presidency is the official head of state, so its 
significance in terms of the reality of China’s development, economy, 
society, is actually very important today, although its actual power in the 

system is still de minimis in terms of hard power compared to the general 
secretary of the party, and then of course head of the military.   
 

HOST:  And what about the party and the military?  If they’re more 
important positions, do they come up for election as well?  Is he free to 
carry on in those positions as well? 

 
RLK:  Both positions are determined by the Central Committee of the Party.  
They’re determined every five years, but there is not, and has never been, 

term limits on either of those two positions. 
 
HOST:  Closed vote, I understand.  Three thousand ballots cast.  Two 

against.  Will they be found out?  Who were they?   
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RLK:  Well they say it’s a secret ballot.  People push a button.  We don’t 
know, nobody will say.  I am sure if China wants to find out, they can find 

out, but there is general support for Xi. 
 
HOST:  Does it make China less predictable?  I mean there obviously are 

intended consequences, but what about the unintended consequences?   
 
RLK:  The intended consequences are really in two parts.  The first is the 

long-term vision, looking to 2050 where the intent is for China to become a, 
what they call, a “Great Modern Socialist Nation” that is defined as being 
“prosperous, strong, democratic, culturally advanced, harmonious and 

beautiful”.  That is the image they want to create, and the view is that only 
by unified leadership can that vision be achieved.  In the short term, there 
are, what they call, three very tough battles.   

 
RLK: The first and most important is controlling risk, particularly financial 
risk.  It has to do with state-owned enterprises and huge amount of debt, 

deleveraging, supply-side structural reform, which means getting rid of so-
called “zombie companies.”  And there are huge numbers of vested interest 
groups that would resist these kinds of moves.  And it’s very difficult in the 

Chinese system, as strange as it sounds, to break through this.  But now 
with Xi having virtually unlimited power, those interest groups, so to speak, 
can now realize they can’t outwit - and now they can’t out-wait - Xi Jinping.   

 
HOST:  If stuff goes wrong, he’s the man who gets the blame.   
 

RLK:  Yes, no question about that.  You know, both he and the vast majority 
of the Chinese people and the majority of the bureaucracy absolutely 
support that.  Everybody recognizes the dangers.  I think people here feel 

the trade-off is definitely worth it.  The determination is that Xi is the right 
person and wants to do the best for the country, and he is very, very 
personally acquainted with the dangers of when a one-person rule goes wild 

in which he and his father and his family suffered terribly during the Cultural 
Revolution.  So, we assume those memories have not faded.   
 

HOST:  Robert Lawrence Kuhn, advisor to China’ s leaders and government, 
author of How China’s Leaders Think 


